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THE ANCIENT CAPITALS OF EGYPT
(4241 B.C = 32 B.O)

By
Dr. YOUSKY EL GOWHARY

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the change in tha site of
the Egyptian capital betwren 4241 B.C-and 332 B.C. and to show bow
the religion, polities and foreign relatians of the couatry infueoced the
removel from  one place to another of the “chef lien™ of Egypt. The
morphology of capital will not be discussed here according (o the lack
of data. [n 424] B.C. the calender was inlroduced to the Egyptianlife,
and this date may be considered the time {rom which one can trace
the beginning of the Egyptian civilizaiioa (1) whilst (he foundation of
Alexandria in 332 B.C marked the beginning of the Greek and Roman
period as wall as reprsentiog another phase in the history of the Egyptian
capitzl. The perrod between 4241 B.C. and 332 D.C can he divided
from a historical point of view into ten stages during which the site of
the Egyptain capital changed many times.

1. Predynasric peviod before 3400 B.C (the earliest set:lemenis).

There is very little to be said a bout the capital of Egypt durigg
this period becuuse we do not hnow whether the prehistoric Egzyptians
formzd small cormmunties or states {2).  The 2arliest phase of Egyptian
culture 5o far known is the Doy Tase and the Badari - Upper Egypt 2nd
the MorundeBens Salama in theWesi Delta. Although ikase sites represent
the Ezyptian Neolithic age {3V, DBuumagriel pointed out that the
Badariaz site was 0ot a rezular settlzment but somethicg in the nature
of atemporary cacomprmen:(3), whilst Alimen mentioned that same sort
of urban orgaivisation was evident at Mermide Beni-Szlarm station (5).
Amratian{Nagada I}, Gerzean{Nagada Il), and Maadi were other cultural
cxatres daring the predynastic period. Like Badarian, the settlerments
of Amratian were smallin «2e {6) and no plan of the viilage or town can
be made out (7), However. “‘from the imporance of the Amratians'
cemzrzry and from the position ofits gods™ seme writers have concluded
that Nagada played o dominunt role 2nd that it was a capitai (8). The
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M. Tde Old Kimgdom: and thr firsr irermediate period 2980
B.C2I60B.C.

The importance of Memphis as a political and military ccotre,
conltolling  the river and cara~ an rouws, inercased dyring the D4
Kingdom. Thus it became the cief liew’” of Egypt during the period
2895-2:60 B.C. It should be nated that the ksogs of the fisst two Dypa-
sties did oot rule from Mcmphus but from the¢ homeland, Upper Egypt,
They kept only to Memphis the function of afxrtress. Memphis becams
the adminisirative capital —‘par cxscilene™ caring this era, especially
daring the time-of the 6th Dynasty. Traftc from all ike branches of
the Nike came to its port, 10 such an extent thu the Treasury of Thebes
found 11.was necessary 10 have on agency therr (21). Moreover in the
New Kingdom and in the later periods, vo.l Alexandria was founded
in 332 B.C. i1 contisucd Lo b2 172 foremost o.oy of Exvpr and the stro-
noghaid which al} invaders. E:vopians, Az -rians 1nd Persians, had

W0 capiaee befare painig any oo masiery  ~wver Envpt. The ey of
Memzzis covered, during it sonermacy, @n itea about one and three
quarse- miles in leneth and <h-ze quarters o a mile 1n breadth (22).

Stituz’23 17 miles south of Cu tis now .7 2ing but pearly flat land
shad:Z by palm frees.

. Tus Middle Kingdom and Toobes 2180 8 Z 1188 B. €

Bé M2 end of theinwrcodiae perad the unity of Egypt
disaprear:d owing to the interrs! condict cetween different rulers. In
2040 8 C the Theben MerthuSoips restoreds 1he fost unity and from
that ¢ate Thebes bepan to be the chief cez'fe of the country. Very
little' . known of its early bepimri=gs cxcept 1232 it was the capital of the
4TH =~z of Upper Egvpt Te 2atiqueny Tre»es was called the “Amon
Cit " bhaoguse Amon UKito oo che Geds' .oad threns there. Thebes
replaccd Momelie aiter the e~ - o of the H. wsos, o« the great pobitical
and t2: 1z au certesand 5w hocame the Sooital o Epypt(23). After
684 B C - hs Assvpios invasior: Thebes dil tned a=d never recoversd
agaun At the present time rhz remees o Thebe. a1 Luxur include
Deir E: Bahart on the left bash of th: Ni2 gad karnak en the op-
positz bank.

Y. Tic second mtermediate porivd (the o vhies vasion and ihe
Jrundarion of Avarisy 4733 80 - 1880 5

shout 1675 B.C. bulvo-: tas end of ~2¢ Thirtzen Dynasty. the
Hyksos poured tnto the Delta from Asia T oo Asiatic tmvaders came
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voexpectedly out of the Bastern Delta and subdued the country by
force without a battle (24).

Now “the Jand of Egypt came into the posstssion of Lhe pollul=d
and po lord became king™® (25). The Hyksos mede one of themselves
kiog (Safatis) and ke constructed a chief bass at Avaris to the east of the
arm of the Nile near Bubastis. He set up his eapital there on the exreime

“gast of the Delta end not 2t Memphis or apy otber central posilion in
Egypt in order to be on a site close to the borders of Asia. He thought
that the Asgyrians who had theo the greatest poser might invade the
Defla, so thar be must choose his chiel cenire on the wadj Tumilat, the
nstural route from Asia. Anpocther rcason was that the Hyksos might
frem this centre rule their Asiatic dominons as well as Egypt (26). They
also could retreat from this site, asthey did later, to Patesiinc and Syria.
Al the Above mentioned probablitics throw light upon how the Hyksos
chase thesite of theircapital inths Eastern Deltz in order 1o meet their
political and military needs.

VI. The New Kingdomi (the Theben supermocy and the religlous
revolution 1580tB.C. 1330 B. C. . ~

For the third time the fate of Egypt was determined by the
peeple of Uppzr Eqypt. The Theben kings (Eighteen Dyrasty) weic
able to liberate Egvpt from the Hyksos' domination abput 1550 B.C.
and coaxsequently Thebes became “paramysunt ameng (ke -cities of
cgypt. and Amon-Re, the popcipal d-ity at Koerpak, gt {ast vindi-
cated his right 1o the title King of the Gods™ (27)*. Hawever, this
supermacy did pet continue duripg the reign of Amenophis. IV.
(Akhanaton) 1377 B.C—I1960 B.C who worshipped “Aton’ {the sun).
In 1370 B.C he founded a new town for his personzl god Aton and
removed his residence toit from Thebes or the city af the Brighiness of
Aton', as it was called during this Ume. This town, which was called
Akhel-Alon “Horizen af Aton™, is known in modern times as Tell
El Amarna. He chose asits site a bay in the ¢lifls about three hundred
miles to the norib of Thebes. At this point ,the clills leave the Nile in
2 semi circle, retreat some three miles from the stream and return to it
again allter five miles. In tlus wide plain whichis bounded on the west
by the river and 1he other gides by 1he clifls, Akhnaton built his capiial
which lasted as long as his heresy (28).  So alter twenty years at , Akhbet-
Aton’ he ¢{ransferred his court again to Thebes.
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VIL. The Ramesside period (ihe foundation of Taris) 1350 8. € —
Hnsy 8. ¢

Afler the recovery from the rligious revolutton Egypl was
goverped from the Delta by th- Ramessides kings under whose rule
Egypt possessed as much of an Asiatic empire as at any other period
in her history (29} The capial duning this time was Pir-Ramses or
“House of Rames™. 15 location is not eertain butit has been though
hz id=ntical with Tanis. At th2 present time (here i5 a controversy over
whore of not was Tanis was first 2 Hyksos forleess uoder the name
of Avars, and whether it later became the city of Ramses (30).
Althouzhite origns of the Lowy are unknown, one thing is certain: Ramsis
1. built & new wown in ths Eustern Delia on ground belonging 1o
an estats of Amon-Rz. This land could havy been the “Ficld of Tanis™
when the Theban kings drose out the Hyvkeos {313, Moreover, the site
ol the 1041 st have been o theeastern fronticr, for a poet of the time
singirg of 113 hraun:ss refers to it as hamg botween Egypt and Syria and
at the sums time bajmr avorssible 1o sea lerirg'traflic (32).

Tanis floutished until the Romian timz and eontined to act as the
scal of administration for the esstern nonis 1n succesion Lo 115 role as
toval residznes. ¥t continuad also to.demoustrate irs militery wlilty
in spitg of thz Mact thatthe key postionin th: the defensive svstem of tke
Eu:tzrn Dalia had beran advaniesd to Pelusie 2t the mouth e 1k ancient
Bubastire brench of the Nile (35

VIW. The decadesi porid (Egvet wnder timeign cale} 11530 8. € -
662 B. C

Urder a soric: of wauk Rumessidas. thz country rapidiy declined
and power pissed o thr High Prizst of Ampa. Thus from the end
of th2 XX Dynasty unul 935 B. € Egypt was governsd frum two
scnarte capuals, Thebes in the south and Tanis in the north. The pod
Armon, who had bzen adopted at Tanis, was regerded as the possession
of the Theben pod ard the political power of Thebes was repesented
zecardingly

By the middie of the 10TH century B.C. the “chicfs of the Mesh-
wesh™™ who were closealy akin to those Libyans whom Merenptah and
Rameses. UL had repziled with such diflicuity. ruled Egypt ltom the
Delia a1 Bubaslis [Zagazig). Shesbenk I, a Libyan memenary
comumandzr, eained the throne and became the founder of the Twenty-
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Second Dynasty in 845 B.C. Alihough the High Priest of Theben still
exsrciszd undisputed religious suthority, the city had politically become
a backwater (3). Bubastis conlinued {o be the chief administrative
cepire in Egypt untit the ceotre of activity shifted to Sais (near {rom
Kalr El Zayat) with the Twenty-Fourth Dynasty and later to Napata
when the Ethiopians kings were daminant 722 B.C 663 B.C.

Naputa was situaied a short distance down stream from the Fourth
cataract. 1 was founded at the head of the caravan soule lzading to
the interior of the Sudan and in a remote posilion in order to develop
without much-danger of any interference fiom the north. The transfe-
rence of Jeadership from Napata 1o Meroe later on was prebably dee
to the stagnation of Ethiopia’s political and ceonomic relutions with

Eovpt (3%).

The Erthicpian kiogs were unable during their rule from the
couth. to suppress the mercenary lords of Lower Egypl who vontinued
to rule. Tt was in the midst of these conflict thal the Assyriuns entered
thy Delta and subdued the country (67¢ B.B—662 B.C) ir u perind
cantempotary with the last yars of the Etluopians

IN.  The resroration 663 B.C - 525 B.¢

Thus was the age of power in which the pative party endiivoured
tooteeiore the old plories of the classic aze before thy Rumesside enipine
Agarn the s2at of powsr was in the Detia at Sais, the ritive 1ovn o
Psamtik und his deseedants (36). It became a grea! and splended ciry.
adormed with temples and palaces. windst Thebes no loneer posseswed
euthzr political or geligious siginificance.

X. The Persian ronguest 525 B¢ — 332 BC

Ths kings. who depended upon Greek mercenaries for vheir
rule, failed te save Egypt (ram the Persian conguest in 325 B.C Egvpt
was left helpless by the conflicts of the preceding centupies. Shr lived
fof atime under the Persians and the Prolemies, till she became the
granary of Rome, when Alexandria flounshed and the histon of the
ancicnt-capital of Epypt closed

Conclusion

The site of the ancient capnal of Egypt is determined by three
factors, mam:ly. the religious, mititary and pelitical factors  The reli-
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gious influence i shawn in the ghifting of the adminsitrative centre from
one place to anther, e.g., from Mcorphis to Thebes-to Akbet Aton-to
Thebes agtin. The mililary poposc is the main reason behind the
foundation of Memphis on the wesiern side of the Nilc at the apex of
the Delia, for the constructin of Avaris in the Eastern Deltz, and for the
sclection of Napata to be the capital of the Ethiopian empire. The
political factor is conpected with Lhe Teligious rngd military factors, so
that it is difficuilt to scparate it from the others. Bowever, itsinfuence
is apparent in the dividing of Epypt ioto loutty-twe nomes, each of
which had ils own “‘chef liew”. In canclusian it should be realised
that the site of the Egyplian capiz]l was always chosen with regard to

the river Nile, the mun source of water.
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FIG. 1. THE ANCIENT CAPITALS OF EGYPT
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